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4. To talk of interpretations, then. There has been a feeling in the air for some time now that writing on Abstract Expressionism has reached an impasse. The various research programs that only yesterday seemed on the verge of delivering new and strong accounts of it, and speaking to its place (maybe even its function) in the world fiction called America, have run into the sand. Those who believed that the answer to the latter kind of question would emerge from a history of Abstract Expressionism's belonging to a certain Cold War polity, with patrons and art world institutions to match, have proved their point and offended all the right people. But the story, though good and necessary, turned out not to have the sort of upshot for interpretation that the storytellers had been hoping for. It was one thing to answer the question, "What are the circumstances in which a certain national bourgeoisie, in the pride of its victory, comes to want something as odd and exotic as an avant-garde of its own?" It is another to speak to the implications of that encounter for the avant-garde itself, and answer the question, "To what extent was the meeting of class and art practice in the later 1940s more than just contingent? To what extent does Abstract Expressionism really belong, at the deepest level-the level of language, of procedure, of presuppositions about worldmaking-to the bourgeoisie who paid for it and took it on their travels?" It is not that answers to these questions are simply no longer being tried for. Work is getting done. And certainly they seem to me the kind of questions still most worth asking of the paintings we are looking at-far more so than going through the motions of discovering for the umpteenth time that here, in Jackson Pollock's Phosphorescence or Clyfford Still's 1949, "by means of their sensory reality, paintings are made to impede the impulse to construct an imaginary object, the eye being constantly led back to the paintings' constitutory elements-line, color, plane."' Once upon a time even this semiotic fairy tale provoked a faint sensation of wonder. But that was in another country. At least the tellers of the historical story recognize that their researches have landed them in a quandary; at least they are aware that their objects resist them. The semiologists, it seems to me, are frozen in the triumph of their prearranged moments of vision. Milton, and Feneon about Monet, than all Milton's and Monet's admirers put together.) The theses that follow are offered in a similar speculative spirit.
Sometimes the way out of this kind of impasse in historical work
6. I think we might come to describe Abstract Expressionist paintings better if we took them above all to be vulgar. The word for us is pejorative, and to be understood as such in the arguments to come. But this should not present an insuperable problem, especially for those of us used to thinking about modernism. After all, modernism has very often been understood as deriving its power from a range of characteristics that had previously come under the worst kind of pejorative descriptions-from ugliness, for example, or the merely fragmentary and disheveled; from the Material as opposed to the Ideal; from the plain and limiting fact of flatness; from superficiality; from the low and the formless. Nonetheless there still may be a slight frisson to the idea that the form of Abstract Expressionism's immersion in bassesse was vulgarity. It is not clear how saying of Willem de Kooning's Collage for instance, or Bradley Walker Tomlin's All Souls' Night, No. 2, that they are vulgar is to do anything besides denigrate them. That is fine by me. Not to be certain for once that the negative term brought on to describe a modernist artifact can ever be made to earn its positive keep-to emerge transfigured from the fire of discourse-may mean we are on to something. To call an art work vulgar is obviously (at least for now) to do something more transgressive than to call it low or informe. To have made it vulgar-to have had that be the quality in it (the only quality) that raised it from inertness and had it speak a world-must have been difficult. Pollock's drip paintings, for instance, seem to have been begun at the end of 1947 in a mood of triumphant access to the gaudy and the overdone-Phosphorescence is typical in this regard, and Ralph Manheim's title, beautiful as it is, somewhat naturalizes the painting's essential tackiness.2 The drip paintings came to an end three years later when their maker discovered that even here, or especially here (on the floor, flicking his Duco and aluminum), true vulgarity was beyond his reach. 7. It is an advantage to the term "vulgar," as far as I am concerned, that discursively it points two ways-to the object itself, to some abjectness or absurdity in its very makeup, some telltale blemish, some atrociously visual quality that the object will never stop betraying however hard it tries; and to the object's existence in a particular social world, for a set of tastes and styles of individuality that have still to be defined, but are somehow there, in the word even before it is deployed. Herein, I hope, lies the possibility of class ascription in the case of paintings like Pollock's Cut-Out and de Kooning's Woman-the possibility of seeing at last, and even being able to describe, the ways they take part in a particular triumph and disaster of the petty bourgeoisie. But I am coming to that. 8. In Abstract Expressionism, and here is the painting's continuing (maybe intensifying) difficulty for us, a ceretain construction of thoe orld we call "individuintensifying) difficulty for us, a certain construction of the world we call "individu- 
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In Defense of Abstract Expressionism ality" is revealed in its true, that is to say contingent, vulgarity. And so is painting; or rather, paintings like Hans Hofmann's The Garden and Adolph Gottlieb's Black, Blue, Red, done under the sign or spell of such a construction, by "individuals" in search of the gratifications and austerities it provides. 9. I should try to define my terms. It will not be easy. The entries under the word "vulgar" and its cognates in the Oxford English Dictionary revel, really a bit vulgarly, in the slipping and sliding of meaning over the centuries, and in the elusiveness (but for that very reason the intensity) of the panics and snobberies built into them. The three quotations that seem to me to help most with what we are looking at are, first, Jane Austen in 1797, in Sense and Sensibility, turning on "the vulgar freedom and folly" of the elder sister in the novel and declaring it "left her no recommendation"-I think it was the freedom even more than the folly that Austen objected to, and needed the word "vulgar" to dispatch. Then, Matthew Arnold in 1865, making the link between vulgarity and expressiveness that particularly concerns us here: "Saugrenu is a rather vulgar French word, but like many other vulgar words, very expressive." And lastly, George Eliot, quoted in Cross's Life as saying of Byron, in a letter of 1869, that he seemed to her "the most vulgarminded genius that ever produced a great effect in literature." Everyone will have his or her own favorite candidate-Still, de Kooning, Kline, Hofmann, Pollock when things went best for him-for the proper substitution in the case of painting. 
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In Defense of Abstract Expressionism cannot be what we mean, fundamentally, when we talk about a certain representational practice inhering in the culture of a class. We mean that the practice somehow participates in that class's whole construction of a '"world." We are talking of overlap and mutual feeding at the level of representational practice, at the level of symbolic production (ideology). When we say that the novel is bourgeois, the key facts in the case are not eighteenth-century subscription lists or even the uses early readers made of Young Werther.
Clement Greenberg begins a review of an exhibition of Courbet at
Wildenstein's in January 1949 by saying that "Bosch, Brueghel, and Courbet are unique in that they are great artists who express what may be called a petty bourgeois attitude."9 Like Barr, he seems to me to be averting his eyes from Pollock and Clyfford Still. What is new in their case, of course, is that now a particular (hybrid) form of petty bourgeois culture-I am including in the term "culture" a set of political and economic compromise formations, with myths and duplicities to match, as well as a set of established styles of personhood-has become the form, the only viable medium, of bourgeois class power. It is not that the petty bourgeoisie in America has power, but that its voice has become, in the years after 1945, the only one in which power can be spoken; in it, and only in it, can be heard the last echoes of what the bourgeoisie had once aspired to be-"the echo of its slogans, the need to realize them, the cry for that totality in which freedom [no longer reason] is to have its warrant."10 9.
Clement Greenberg, The Collected Essays and Criticism (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1986), vol. 2, p. 275, from The Nation, January 8, 1949. A month later, on February 19, Greenberg reviews Gottlieb and Pollock. "I feel that Gottlieb should make the fact of his power much more obvious," he writes (ibid., p. 285), though he welcomes the painter's Totemic Fission (my choice for the perfect Abstract Expressionist title), Ashes of Phoenix, and Hunter and Hunted as pointing in the right direction. His review of the Pollock show at Betty Parsons's is that in which he takes Number One, 1948-"this huge baroque scrawl in aluminum, black, white, madder and blue"-as final proof that Pollock has become a major artist. The words "baroque scrawl" seem to me to be feeling for the qualities in Pollock's work that I am insisting on here. 10. This is not the place to enter into the difficulties involved in making, and sustaining, the distinction between bourgeois and petty bourgeois as terms of class analysis. Obviously I believe the distinction is real, and I do not want my talk in the text of class "cultures" and "formations" to give the impression that I do not believe the distinction is ultimately one of economic power. A bourgeois, for me, is someone possessing the wherewithal to intervene in at least some of the important economic decisions shaping his or her own life (and those of others). A bourgeois, for me, is someone expecting (reasonably) to pass on that power to the kids. A petty bourgeois is someone who has no such leverage or security, and certainly no such dynastic expectations, but who nonetheless identifies wholeheartedly with those who do. Of course this means that everything depends, from age to age and moment to moment, on the particular forms in which such identification can take place. The history of the petty bourgeoisie within capitalism is therefore a history of manners, symbols, subcultures, "lifestyles," necessarily fixated on the surface of social life. 24. Or could we say: Abstract Expressionism is the form of the petty bourgeoisie's aspiration to aristocracy, at that fateful moment when the bourgeoisie itself no longer so aspires; when the petty bourgeois has to stand in for a hiddennay, vanished-bourgeois elite. (Of course we are dealing here with two class formations, two fictions or constructions, not two brute sociological entities. We are dealing with forms of representation-which is not to say that the kind of representational doubling described here does not have specific, sometimes brutal, sociological effects. McCarthyism was one of them, in which the bourgeois Frankenstein was for a while really paralyzed by its petty bourgeois Monster.) 25. Vulgarity, then (to return to our subject), is the necessary form of that individuality allowed the petty bourgeoisie. Only that painting will engage and sustain our attention which can be seen to recognize, and in some sense to articulate, this limited condition of its own rhetoric. Maybe it will always be a painting which struggles to valorize this condition quand meme-for here we touch, as Adorno never tired of telling us, on some constitutive (maybe regrettable) link between art and an ethics of reconciliation or transcendence-but what we shall value most in the painting is the ruthlessness of (self-)exposure, the courting of bathos, the unapologetic banality. The victory, if there is one, must always also be Pyrrhic.
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. You see now why the concept "vulgarity" has more and more the notion of betrayal written into it as the nineteenth century goes on. For the bourgeoisie's great tragedy is that it can only retain power by allowing its inferiors to speak for it, giving them the leftovers of the cry for totality, and steeling itself to hear the ludicrous mishmash they make of it-to hear and pretend to approve, and maybe in the end to approve without pretending. 29. An Asger Jorn can be garish, florid, tasteless, forced, cute, flatulent, overemphatic; it can never be vulgar. It just cannot prevent itself from a tampering and framing of its desperate effects which pulls them back into the realm of painting, ironizes them, declares them done in full knowledge of their emptiness. American painting, by contrast-and precisely that American painting that is OCTOBER closest to the European, done by Europeans, by Germans and Dutchmen steeped in the tradition they are exiting from-does not ironize and will never make the (false) declaration that the game is up. Hofmann and de Kooning, the closer they get toJorn's vocabulary, are Jorn's direct opposites. Gottlieb, you will have noticed, emerges as the great and implacable maestro of Abstract Expressionism. He is Byron to Greenberg's George Eliot-the most vulgar-minded genius that ever produced a great effect in oils. A Mantovani or a Lawrence Welk. Charlie Parker playing insolent variations on the theme of "I'd Like to Get You on a Slow Boat to China"-feeling for a way to retrieve, and make properly unbearable, the song's contempt for those it was written for. Gottlieb is at his best when he goes straight for the cosmological jugular, straight for the pages of Time or Life-his worlds on fire like atomic-age parodies of Lissitzky's Story of Two Squares, ghastly in their beautification of destruction. 31. Certain moments and sequences of work in Abstract Expressionism that everyone, then and since, agrees to have been a turning point for the new painting begin, in this light, to make a bit more sense. For example, de Kooning's Woman series and the vehemence of Greenberg's reaction to it. What Greenberg was recoiling from, I think, is the way choosing Woman as his subject allowed de Kooning to extrude a quality of perception and handling that stood at the very heart of his aesthetic and fix it onto an Other, a scapegoat. "The black battle-stain on a soldier's face is not vulgar, but the dirty face of a housemaid is." For "dirty face of a housemaid" read "perfect smile of the model in the Camels advertisement." Greenberg drew back from this not, need I say it, out of concern at de Kooning's misogyny, but from an intuition that such splitting and projection would make it impossible for de Kooning's painting to go on sustaining the right pitch of tawdriness, ironic facility, overweening self-regard. I think he was right. Only when de Kooning found a way to have the vulgarity be his own again-or rather, to half-project it onto cliche landscape or townscape formats that were transparently mere props-did he regain the measure of meretriciousness his art needed. The male braggadocio, that is to say, had to be unfocused if he was to paint up a storm. It had to be a manner in search of an object, and somehow aggrieved at not finding one. What was wanted was general paranoia, not particular war of the sexes. It would be too easy to catalogue the more flagrant phrases here-"His emotion starts out pictorially; it does not have to be castrated and translated in order to be put into a picture," etc.-and the result would inevitably have the flavor of Freudian "now-it-can-be-told." Whereas the point is the obviousness of the verbal love affair, and the fact that that very obviousness-which is integral, I think, to Greenberg's insights and descriptions from 1943 to 1955-was only allowable (or manageable) when it went along with a no-holds-barred, take-it-or-leave-it tone about everything-the tone Greenberg perfected as a writer of fortnightly columns and occasional aphoristic surveys. In a bookeven one as brief and essayistic as Greenberg's on Mir6 had been-there would have been too obvious a seam between the documentary mode (Greenberg, understandably, was more and more anxious to disinter Pollock from under a mountain of biographical filth) and the awe at Pollock's energy and maleness.
If this frame of reference for

It is my hope that conceiving of Abstract
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In Defense of Abstract Expressionism print, "buckeye" is probably the most widely practiced and homogeneous kind of painting seen in the Western world today.... "Buckeye" painters, as far as I am aware, do landscapes exclusively and work more or less directly from nature. By piling dry paint-though not exactly in impasto-they try to capture the brilliance of daylight, and the process of painting becomes a race between hot shadows and hot lights whose invariable outcome is a livid, dry, sour picture with a warm, brittle surface that intensifies the acid fire of the generally predominating reds, browns, greens, and yellows. "Buckeye" landscapes can be seen in Greenwich Village restaurants (Eddie's Aurora on West Fourth Street used to collect them), Sixth Avenue picture stores (there is one near Eighth Street), and in the Washington Square outdoor shows.... I cannot understand fully why [these effects] should be so universal and so uniform, or the kind of painting culture behind them.
Still, at any rate, is the first to have put "buckeye" effects into serious art. These are visible in the the frayed dead-leaf edges that wander down the margins or across the middle of so many of his canvases, in the uniformly dark heat of his color, and in a dry, crusty paint surface (like any "buckeye" painter, Still seems to have no faith in diluted or thin pigments). Such things can spoil his pictures, or make them weird in an unrefreshing way, but when he is able to succeed with, or in spite of them, it represents but the conquest by high art of one more area of experience, and its liberation from Kitsch.12
There is a lot going on here, and no one interpretation will do it justice (the tangents and redundancies in the text, which I have left out for the sake of brevity, are actually vital to its detective-story tone). But what I see Greenberg doing essentially is struggling to describe and come to terms with a specific area of petty bourgeois taste. He rolls out the place names and pieces of New York City geography with a cultural explorer's relish, all the better to be able to plead class ignorance in the end-"I cannot understand fully... the kind of painting culture behind them." Readers of Greenberg will know that the final enlistment of the word kitsch is heavily loaded. Kitsch equals vulgarity, roughly. In Greenberg's original Trotskyite scheme of things the word had strong class connotations. But 1955 is too late, by several years, for Greenberg to be willing to pursue this any further than he does. It is interesting (this is my argument) that he pursues it at all-that Still's painting seemingly forces him to think again, at some length, about high art's courting of banality. And he is in no two minds, at this point, about the importance of such a tactic, for all its risk. The next sentence after the one on Still and kitsch reads as follows: "Still's art has a special importance at this time because it shows abstract painting a way out of its own academicism." 34. Then, finally, there is the problem of Hans Hofmann. You will not be surprised to hear that it was in coming to terms with Hofmann in particular that the vocabulary of the present argument first surfaced. For everyone who has ever cared at all about Hofmann (including Greenberg, who cared very much) has always known that in Hofmann the problems of taste in Abstract Expressionism come squawking home to roost. A good Hofmann is tasteless to the coretasteless in its invocations of Europe, tasteless in its mock religiosity, tasteless in its Color-by-Technicolor, its winks and nudges toward landscape format, its Irving Stone title, the cloying demonstrativeness of its handling. Tasteless and in complete control of its decomposing means.
35. Seen in its normal surroundings, past the unobtrusive sofas and the calla lilies, as part of that unique blend of opulence and spareness which is the taste of the picture-buying classes in America, a good Hofmann seems always to be blurting out a dirty secret that the rest of the decor is conspiring to keep. It makes a false compact with its destination. It takes up the language of its users and exemplifies it, running monotonous, self-satisfied riffs on the main tune, playing it to the hiltto the point of parody, like Mahler with his sentimental Viennese palm-court melodies. A good Hofmann has to have a surface somewhere between ice cream, chocolate, stucco, and flock wallpaper. Its colors have to reek of Nature-of the worst kind of Woolworth forest-glade-with-waterfall-and-thunderstorm-brewing. Its title should turn the knife in the wound.14 For what it shows is the world its users inhabit in their heart of hearts. It is a picture of their "interiors," of the visceralcum-spiritual upholstery of the rich. And above all it can have no illusions about its own status as part of that upholstery. It is made out of the materials it deploys. Take them or leave them, these ciphers of plenitude-they are all painting at present has to offer. "Feeling" has to be fetishized, made dreadfully (obscenely) exterior, if painting is to continue. 
